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THE BATTLE OF CURUPAYTI,
SEPTEMBER 24, 1866

TO HUMAITA

PARAGUAY RIVER

The Alliance Army, numbering 18,000 soldiers (8,000 Brazilians and
10,000 Argentines), attacks the strong defensive positions of the
Paraguayans at Curupayti. All the Alliance assaults are repulsed by
the Paraguayans, with great losses, the defenders making use of a
large number of heavy artillery pieces and two lines of trenches.

EVENTS

1. The preparatory fire from the Brazilian fleet has little effect on the Paraguayan
defenses at Curupayti, and they remain largely intact. In total, the Paraguayan soldiers
number only 5,000, but can count on 50 artillery pieces.

2. There are four Alliance attacking columns: two are made up of Brazilian troops
and two of Argentine soldiers. The advance of the Brazilian 1st Column, having
overrun the first line of Paraguayan trenches, is stopped.

3. The Brazilian 2nd Column, after a long advance under fire, is forced to the left
and attacks the same sector of the Paraguayan trenches that has been assaulted by
the Brazilian 1st Column.

4. The Argentine 3rd Column approaches its objective: two of the divisions that
make up the column detach all their light infantry companies in order to form
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a special assault force. These soldiers are able to break through the first line of
Paraguayan trenches and begin to assault the second one.

5. The Argentine 4th Column advances with just two brigades, to attack a
secondary sector of the Paraguayan defenses.

6. The Argentines detach the cazadores to attack the Paraguayan second trench
line with a bayonet assault, but they are repulsed by the Paraguayan infantry, with
crippling losses.

7. The Argentine 4th Column is able to overrun the first Paraguayan trench line and
joins the main Argentine assault against the Paraguayan center.

8. Inasecondary sector of the battle, the Paraguayans deploy a field battery
to harass the Argentine flank. The Argentines respond by engaging their artillery
reserve, which initiates an artillery duel with the Paraguayan battery.



Note: gridlines are shown at intervals of 0.62 miles (Tkm)
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BRAZILIANS

TRIPLE ALLIANCE

Brazilian:

1. 3rd Brigade (1st Column)

2. 2nd Brigade (1st Column)

3. 7th Cavalry Brigade (1st Column)

4. 1stBrigade (2nd Column)

5. Auxiliary Brigade (2nd Column)

6. 4th Cavalry Brigade (2nd Column)
Argentine:

7. 4th Division, | Army Corps (3rd Column)
8. 1stDivision, | Army Corps (3rd Column)
9. 2nd Division, | Army Corps (3rd Column)
10. 3rd Division, | Army Corps (3rd Column)
11. 4th Division, Il Army Corps (4th Column)
12. 3rd Division, Il Army Corps (4th Column)
13. 2nd Division, Il Army Corps (4th Column)
14. 1st Division, Il Army Corps (4th Column)
Camp:

15. Brazilian camp

TO PASO DE PATRIA
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Stirrups excavated from the
battlefield of Tuyuti. (Courtesy
of Vicente Garcia and Vicenta
Miranda Ojeda, Museo Paso de
Patria and Museo del ex-Cuartel
de Mariscal Lépez; author’s
collection)
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THE LONG STALEMATE, SEPTEMBER 1866-
JULY 1867

After Curupayti, the Alliance Army remained inactive for ten whole months,
until July 1867. During this long lull in military operations, the Alliance
continued to lose thousands of men and animals through sickness and a lack
of food. The complete lack of hygiene and the logistical difficulties made
the large encampment of Tuyuti a deadly place: without food and medicine,
survival became a challenge, especially in remote, foreign territory that had
been devastated by months of war. All these difficulties greatly impacted the
morale of the Alliance soldiers, who started to desert en masse. Discipline
and organization soon broke down, notably in the first months following the
disaster at Curupayti.

Moreover, serious differences in opinion began to arise betwee the Triple
Alliance members: the Argentines and the Uruguayans were tired of war and
were ready to negotiate with the enemy, but the Brazilians wanted to continue
until the Paraguayan dictator was dead. The Uruguayan contingent was by
now reduced to a few hundred soldiers, while the Argentines decided to send
home the majority of their military units. The Brazilians also experienced
manpower problems: the flow of enthusiastic volunteers who wished to enter
the Corpo de Voluntdrios da Pdtria battalions fell steadily after Curupayti.

The Paraguayans, having learned from their success at Curupayti,
attempted to improve their land defenses by connecting the Curupayti battery
to the Fortress of Humaita with a system of trenches. Every able-bodied
man in the country, including boys and slaves, was forced to serve in the
Paraguayan Army in order to augment the total number of available soldiers.

During the long pause in military operations, the British, French, and
American governments tried to mediate between the opposing sides in
order to bring the war to an end. Despite their best efforts, however, all the
diplomatic maneuvering came to nothing.

Mitre, commander-in-chief of the Alliance Army,
had to abandon the front on two separate occasions in
order to face down Federalist agitation and Amerindian
violence that erupted in Argentina. Flores had to deal
with the Blancos opposition to the war; having returned
to Uruguay, he never again returned to Paraguay (on
February 19, 1868, he was assassinated in Montevideo).

On November 18, 1866, the Duke of Caxias was
nominated overall commander of the Brazilian Army,
and was tasked with restoring discipline and order in
the ranks of the Imperial military. Caxias had already
demonstrated his capability on numerous occasions
during his long career, most notably fighting the gaucho
rebels in the Farrapos Revolt, and thus was the perfect
man to help the Alliance out of its crisis. Restoring morale
was a key factor in this process, together with a general
improvement in logistics. Caxias requested the dispatch
of hundreds of new weapons to the front and ordered
the creation of a new Balloon Corps for observing enemy
positions; the deficiencies in reconnaissance had been
among the most important causes of the Curupayti defeat.



The Alliance invasion of Paraguay, 1866-67
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A Brazilian belt buckle found
at the battlefield of Tuyuti.
(Courtesy of Vicente Garcia and
Vicenta Miranda Ojeda, Museo
Paso de Patria and Museo del
ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lépez;
author’s collection)
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In addition, Caxias completely reorganized most
of the Brazilian Army’s units: many Corpo de
Voluntdrios da Pdtria units were disbanded or
merged together, while the regular infantry was
expanded with the formation of several new
battalions. When Mitre returned to Argentina
for the second time, Caxias became the new
commander-in-chief of the Alliance Army,
effective October 10, 1866.

On August 15, 1867, the Alliance resumed
offensive operations and sent two divisions
of the Brazilian fleet upriver on the Paraguay.
These had to pass both Curupayti and Humaita,
in order to block the constant flow of supplies
coming into the Paraguayan river positions. Paraguayan fire from Curupayti
caused serious damage to the Brazilian warships, but both divisions were able
to pass the battery. At this point, one of the two divisions remained in the
section of river between Curupayti and Humaitd, while the other continued
north. As they neared the Paraguayan fortress, however, the Brazilian ships
decided to halt, in order to better organize their passage in front of Humaita.
Meanwhile, the Alliance had built a road on the Chaco side of the Paraguay
River, in order to supply their naval divisions by land.

Caxias’ plan was by now clear: he wished to besiege Humaita as soon as
possible, and wanted to capture the fortress by siege and not by launching
futile frontal attacks. By blocking the Paraguay River north of Humaita,
the large fortress garrison would soon run out of food and other supplies.
Then, with the fall of Humaitd to the north, the southern defensive position
of Curupayti would be in no condition to resist. Caxias’ plan to use the
Chaco side of the Paraguay River for moving north, instead of advancing
frontally north of Tuyuti, was a clever one. The Paraguayans did not expect
such a move, because the Chaco comprised a desert region with few natural
resources and where the construction of a usable road was considered
impossible. The Brazilians, however, were able to move troops and materials
across the Chaco, and surprised the Paraguayans. On November 2, 1867, a
Brazilian force of 5,000 soldiers was sent north across the Chaco and then
crossed the Paraguay to capture the small village of Tayi (north of Humaita).
The small Paraguayan garrison there was taken by surprise. The Brazilians
soon reinforced their newly won positions at Tayi by bringing in artillery
and by building trenches: the Paraguayans were gradually being encircled by
the Alliance forces, who were now ready to begin the blockade of Humaitd.

THE SECOND BATTLE OF TUYUTI, AND THE
FALL OF HUMAITA

Francisco Solano Lépez rapidly realized that the situation was changing,
as the Duke of Caxias had begun to outflank his positions on both his left
and right. Both Curupayti and Humaitd were in grave danger of becoming
isolated, and thus the whole Paraguayan defensive system could fall. In a
final attempt to break the Alliance’s morale, the Paraguayan dictator planned
a new attack against the main enemy camp at Tuyuti.
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The general plan was little different to that of the First Battle of Tuyuti:
a surprise attack conducted at dawn, while the Alliance soldiers were still
sleeping. The Paraguayan infantry would advance on the camp from the east,
with 16 battalions, in order to fix the front of the battle; the six regiments
of Paraguayan cavalry would outflank the Alliance camp in order to sweep
through the tents and capture as much materiel as possible. In total, the
Paraguayan soldiers involved numbered only 9,000, but it is important to
note that there were fewer Alliance troops in the encampment than during
the previous battle.

On November 2, 1867, the Paraguayan infantry, organized into three
columns, attacked. Initially, they overcame the first line of Alliance defenses
with few losses. The Paraguayans entered the camp and burned to the ground
all the structures they found; at this point, with the sun beginning to rise in
the sky, the attackers discovered that the Alliance forces had built a new
artillery redoubt in the center of the camp. Its guns soon opened fire, causing
numerous deaths among the Paraguayans. With little energy left to assault
the redoubt, the Paraguayans began a long retreat that was disrupted by a
fierce counterattack from the Brazilian infantry. Meanwhile, the Paraguayan
cavalry had completed its outflanking maneuver to the east and was now
charging the rear of the Alliance camp. However, they soon learnt that
their infantry was retreating and they would not be able to join up with the
Paraguayan foot. The Argentine cavalry launched a counterattack and forced
the Paraguayan cavalry to retreat too, ending the battle. Paraguayan losses
amounted to 2,000 men, while Alliance casualties were few.

Caxias now held the initiative. Brazilian preparations for the naval
bombardment of Humaita included the building of three new monitors,
which mounted heavy artillery guns specifically designed to heavily damage
the Paraguayan fortress. These arrived in theater during the closing weeks of
1867. Meanwhile, Lopez, fearing the collapse of his defenses, had ordered

A Brazilian map (created by E.
C. Jourdan) of Humaitd, known
as the “Paraguayan Sebastopol”
Lépez’s main fortress had an
extensive complex of brick-
built bastions and casemates
mounting 62 artillery pieces of
different calibers, distributed

in eight batteries. These were
built on a superb defensive site
commanding a sharp S-bend in
the Paraguay River (10m above
the level of the river). Most of
these dominated the narrows,
which were protected by a
massive chain-boom and two
rows of explosive mines.
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RIGHT

A socket bayonet excavated
from the battlefield of Tuyuti.
(Courtesy of Vicente Garcia and
Vicenta Miranda Ojeda, Museo
Paso de Patria and Museo del
ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lopez;
author’s collection)

FAR RIGHT

A Yataghan-style (short sword)
bayonet excavated from the
battlefield of Tuyuti. (Courtesy
of Vicente Garcia and Vicenta
Miranda Ojeda, Museo Paso de
Patria and Museo del ex-Cuartel
de Mariscal Lépez; author’s
collection)
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the construction of a new redoubt north of Humait4, at Establecimiento:
this was completed on February 14, 1868 and was manned by 500 soldiers
with nine guns. Since the new redoubt menaced their positions at Tayi, the
Alliance forces attacked Establecimiento a few days after the Paraguayan
works had been completed. This time, the defenders were too few in number
to resist, and, having fired their last rounds of ammunition, were forced
to surrender.

By the end of February 1868, the Paraguay River had become deep
enough to permit the safe passage of Brazilian warships: during the warmer
months, Alliance ships risked grounding on hidden sandbanks or striking
the numerous mines and torpedoes that the Paraguayans had anchored in
the river.

Humaitd deserved its sobriquet of the “Paraguayan Sebastopol”: it
featured an extensive complex of brick-built bastions and casemates
mounting 62 artillery pieces of different caliber, distributed across eight
batteries. These were built on a superb defensive site commanding a sharp
S-bend in the Paraguay River, 10m above the level of the river; most of
them dominated narrow channels, which were protected by a massive chain-
boom and two lines of explosive mines. In the bend, known as the Vuelta
de Humaitd, the navigable channel narrowed to just 200m in width and
was characterized by strong currents. The eight batteries, each bearing a
distinctive name, were laid out in the following order: Humaiti—two guns in
a casemate; Maestranza—11 guns; Taquari—six guns; Coimbra—three guns;
Comandancia—five guns; Madame Lynch—11 guns; Londres—16 guns in
a casemate; Cadena—18 guns, protecting the chain-boom. The latter was
formed from seven different chains, which below the waterline were bound
together into three chains. Moreover, communications with Humaita were
excellent, because it was connected to the electrical telegraph lines installed
on Lopez’s orders. In the course of the war, the number of guns in the batteries
was increased to 93, some of which had been captured from the Alliance.

On February 19, 1868, the Brazilian fleet, including the three new
monitors, advanced toward the Paraguayan fortress. Since the chain-boom at



A period photo of the port at
the Fortress of Humaita, after its
capture by the Alliance in July
1868. Humaitd soon became a
very important logistical base
for the Brazilian Navy, especially
during the final operations

of the war.
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Humaita was secured on two barges in order to keep it above the water level,
the first objective of the Brazilians was to sink these. This was easily achieved
by the Brazilian warships, having passed by the Paraguayan batteries without
suffering major damage. Despite the negative prediction, the fire from the
Paraguayan heavy artillery was unable to penetrate the thick plate armor of
the Brazilian ironclads, and thus, after an hour’s fighting, the fleet passed
Humaita and reached the Alliance positions at Tayi. Some Brazilian warships
would require several weeks’ worth of repairs before returning to action, but
for this cost the Alliance had achieved a great victory: Humaita and its large
garrison were now cut off. In addition, the Brazilian naval squadron was
not at liberty to sail further upriver and bombard the Paraguayan capital of
Asuncion, which was carried out for the first time on February 24. The day
before this, however, the Paraguayans had evacuated the city and transferred
their government to the village of Luque. After this symbolic act, which
caused little material damage, the Brazilian ships returned to Tayi.

Knowing full well that Humaita would fall if the Brazilian naval blockade
was not broken, Lopez ordered an attack by infantry in canoes against the
Brazilian warships in an effort to board at least one of them. This assault,
launched on March 2, came close to succeeding, with two Brazilian ships
temporarily boarded by the Paraguayans. The arrival of the rest of the
Brazilian fleet, however, eventually resulted in the death of all members of
this raiding force. It had been a desperate attempt, but the Paraguayans had
few other options since the remnants of their fleet were in no condition to
fight the Brazilian ironclads.

Lopez now decided that the time had come to withdraw his forces from the
defenses around Curupayti and Humaita. All the artillery pieces emplaced in
the various trenches and defensive positions were taken to Humaita, leaving
just six guns in the battery at Curupayti; from the fortress, these guns were
transferred further north, using the last two steamers of the Paraguayan Navy
still in service. Once the whole operation was completed, just a few thousand
Paraguayan soldiers remained to face the Alliance forces, with almost no
guns. Since the garrison of Humaitd was also mostly evacuated, the 1,500
Alliance prisoners in the fortress were all executed by the Paraguayans.
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An engraving (dated January
29, 1870) showing the
Paraguayan encampment and
Lépez's headquarters, located
six miles from Angostura on the
hill of Pikysyry.
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Between March 21 and 23, 1868, the Alliance launched a general
offensive against the Paraguayan defenses south of Humaitd. These were
soon overcome, including the battery at Curupayti, without great difficulty;
most of the trenches had been abandoned by the few defenders before the
enemy assault. At the same time, the last two Paraguayan warships were
eliminated by the Brazilian fleet. In the following weeks, the Alliance
bombarded Humaita using their fleet almost daily. When the land artillery
joined the bombardment from the south, it became clear that all hope was
lost for the defenders, and capture or death were their only prospects. The
Paraguayans rapidly ran out of food and ammunition, and were unable to
respond to the Alliance guns.

On July 24, the Paraguayans attempted to evacuate their forces from
Humaita. Initially, they managed to avoid detection by the Alliance forces,
but soon the Brazilian ships intervened to impede the Paraguayans from
crossing the river, and most of the retreating Paraguayans were captured.
When the Alliance troops entered the fortress, they found it completely
deserted. After weeks of blockade and bombardment, the greatest fortress in
South America had fallen.

THE PIKYSYRY MANEUVER, AND THE
BEGINNING OF THE DEZEMBRADA, 1868

The Paraguayans retreated north, halting just south of their capital Asuncién
to organize a new defensive line. Lopez was determined to continue war to
the bitter end, despite the fact that his military resources were dwindling. The
new Paraguayan defensive line, built rapidly and with the few available raw
materials, began at two formidable river batteries at Angostura on the banks
of the Paraguay River, and stretched along the Pikysyry Stream.

Loépez’s principle objective was to protect his capital. Most of the
population were by now extremely weary of the war and some were ready
to rise in revolt. A frontal attack on the new Paraguayan defensive system
would cost the Alliance both time and lives, which Caxias was keen to
avoid. The Angostura batteries (one with eight guns, and one with seven)
prevented the Brazilian fleet from outflanking the defenses to the west,
while to the east of the Pikysyry
Line lay marshland that could not
be crossed by a large army.

The Alliance commander-in-chief
was thus forced to come up with an
alternative plan, which later became
known as the Pikysyry Maneuver.
He planned to ship a large portion
of the Alliance Army to the west
bank of the Paraguay River. A small
contingent from this force would
then build a wooden corduroy road
stretching several miles through the
Chaco marshes, which would then
be used by the remaining units to
move north. After bypassing the



The Alliance campaign of 1868-69 in Paraguay

[ )
In2kga

BNewNH 0L /" S| 0
e , : |
0

s9jlw G|

peojrey
aul| aAISusyap uefenbeled JFLILILIL

XXXX

a
& 039118g BUIIA D %

Arendigay «
¢ enbadele)
lienbeled
J
o
e[anzuafep
seuluaje/| sewo7
uoaT 04189 B19|IIA
Aeny xg
Anqaquid X I
0101014
eseoedp oluojuy ues
m%ommo
Reyenbesen o‘ _Egﬁ S
\ XX
\\ ngiﬁ_mwuwm
‘ XXXX X
o —

83



Brazilian infantry and
cavalry taking the bridge
over the Ytororo Stream, on
December 6, 1868.

OPPOSITE

A map of the Battle of Avay,
showing the Alliance attack
against the Paraguayan
defensive positions.
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Paraguayan positions
at Angostura, the
Alliance forces would
then transfer back to
the east bank, ready
to attack the Pikysyry
Line from the rear.
The special task
force for building the
road in the Chaco
was disembarked on
October 11, 1868;
by November 27,
the works had been
completed and Caxias
moved to the western
bank to assume command of the Alliance Army. Lépez was taken by surprise
when, in early December, 19,000 Alliance soldiers crossed the Paraguay River
and appeared to the rear of his position. After landing, Caxias launched his
offensive against the Pikysyry Line, which became known as the Dezembrada,
or December Campaign. In order to move further east, the Alliance Army
had to cross the Ytoror6 Stream; both wide and deep, this presented a serious
obstacle for Caxias’ forces. Initially, the only bridge crossing the river was
lightly defended by the Paraguayans. On December 6, however, Lopez sent
5,000 men with 12 guns to the area before the Alliance could begin their
final advance. The ensuing Battle of Ytorord proved to be a bloody clash
for both sides, with the bridge changing hands several times in attack and
counterattack that witnessed brutal hand-to-hand fighting. A final, desperate
charge led in person by Caxias saw the Alliance take possession of the bridge.

THE BATTLES OF AVAY AND LOMAS
VALENTINAS

On December 11, 1868, Caxias resumed the offensive, moving against 5,000
Paraguayans under General Caballero, who had entrenched themselves near
the Avay Stream. Caballero’s mission was to delay the Alliance advance for
as long as possible, in order to permit the reorganization of the Paraguayan
Army north of the Pikysyry Line; the Alliance, however, enjoyed a clear
numerical advantage. After a battle lasting five hours, fought in a heavy
rainstorm, the Alliance troops were able to overcome Caballero’s men,
having been repulsed during several earlier attempts. The Paraguayans used
two elevated ridges to their advantage, but wasted many soldiers’ lives in
futile counterattacks. A final flanking attack by the Brazilian cavalry ended
the battle, eliminating any possibility of retreat for the defeated Paraguayans.
By the end of the day, Caballero’s entire force had been wiped out.

The war was now entering its final phase, and both sides had no intention
of giving quarter to the enemy. By now, Lopez was ready to fight his last
battle against the Alliance: he had assembled most of his remaining forces,
3,000 men, in a new fortified camp located at a site called Lomas Valentinas.
The Paraguayan dictator wanted to face the Alliance in a defensive battle,



given that his troops were heavily outnumbered. In addition to the soldiers
deployed at Lomas Valentinas, the Paraguayans had 2,000 men still
defending the Pikysyry Line and 700 soldiers garrisoning the two batteries
at Angostura, which were bombarded almost every day by the Brazilian
fleet. On December 21, before investing Lopez’s army on the heights of

Lomas Valentinas, Caxias ordered a
general offensive against the Pikysyry
Line: it was attacked simultaneously
from the south and from the north
by a total of 8,000 Alliance soldiers.
The Paraguayan defensive line was
quickly overwhelmed, but some 700
men were able to escape capture, with
500 making for Angostura, and 200
for Lomas Valentinas.

On December 21, Caxias’
18,000-strong force moved against the
Paraguayan entrenched camp, for the
final, decisive act of the Dezembrada.
The Paraguayan position was protected
to the front and the sides by a ditch and
its excavated earth bank. The Battle of
Lomas Valentinas lasted for six days,
and was the last pitched battle of the
Paraguayan War. During the first day,
despite suffering heavy losses, the
Alliance was able to take some key
sections of the Paraguayan trenches.
On 22 December, Lépez received
1,600 reinforcements, but these were
mostly boys aged between 12 and

The Battle of Avay, by Pedro
Américo, one of the most
important Brazilian painters of
the 19th century.
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The Argentine line infantry
assaulting the Paraguayan
positions at the Battle of Lomas
Valentinas.
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14. The fighting continued
during the following day
with the Paraguayans
showing enormous courage:
each section taken by the
Alliance troops cost Caxias
a significant number of
dead and wounded. On
December 24, the Alliance
commander formally
requested the surrender of
Lépez, since it was by now
clear that the defenders were
in no condition to continue
the fight for long. Lopez
refused, and the following
day the Alliance bombarded
the Paraguayans with
all their field pieces. At the end of the 25th, Caxias had not occupied
any new terrain, but the bombardment had caused great losses among
the Paraguayans. On December 26, the Brazilians conducted a further
bombardment, and launched several assaults, but these were all repulsed.
The few remaining Paraguayans appeared to be almost indestructable. On
the following day, Caxias decided to use the Argentine and Uruguayan
contingents, and rest his exhausted Brazilian troops. Both the Argentines
(4,800 men) and the Uruguayans (600 soldiers) showed great courage in
assaulting the Paraguayan positions: supported by the Brazilian infantry,
they were finally able to overcome the Paraguayan main trench and
attacked Lopez’s headquarters. At the end of the day, the Paraguayan camp
at Lomas Valentinas had been taken; of the original 3,000 defenders, half
were dead and the rest had been captured. Incredibly, Lopez was among
the few Paraguayans to escape, together with his 60-strong mounted
bodyguard and a few other cavalrymen.

Caxias had crushed the remnants of the Paraguayan Army, but had
missed out on capturing Lopez, which would have brought the war to
an immediate end. On December 30, running short of ammunition, the
defenders at Angostura’s batteries decided to surrender. On January
1, 1869, Alliance troops entered the Paraguayan capital Asuncion. The
Dezembrada, Caxias’ masterpiece, was over; having captured Asuncion,
the great Brazilian military leader decided to resign the supreme command
due to health problems.

THE HILLS CAMPAIGN, AND THE DEATH OF
LOPEZ, 1869-70

Soon after conquering Asuncién, the Brazilians formed a new, provisional
Paraguayan government with collaboratist officers who had served in the
Paraguayan Legion, a military unit that included several leading anti-Lopez
personalities. The war was apparently over, since Lopez was by now a mere
fugitive with a few hundred ragged followers; yet he had no intention of



Paraguayan prisoners captured
during the closing phase of the
war. Note the Brazilian soldiers
on the balcony looking down
into the courtyard filled with
prisoners.

surrendering, and headed into the highlands of northeastern Paraguay to
continue his hopeless fight. He intended to start a long guerrilla campaign,
in which he could count on his superior knowledge of the terrain to ambush
Alliance forces.

The Alliance had suffered sizable losses during the Dezembrada and thus
was slow to dispatch forces to capture Lopez, which gave him enough time to
assemble a new, but small, army. On April 26, 1869, this period of Alliance
inactivity came to an end with the arrival of the new commander-in-chief,
the Brazilian Count of Eu—a young French noble, and the son-in-law of
the emperor. The morale of the Brazilians at this point was low, with few, if
any, wishing to continue the war: the arrival of the count, however, led to
a reorganization of Alliance military forces for a rapid campaign to capture
Lopez. The latter had been able to assemble his force by uniting the soldiers
from Asuncion’s garrison (who had abandoned the city before the arrival of
the Alliance) together with several thousand formerly wounded veterans, and
with several hundred volunteer Amerindians. His force totaled 9,000 men
and possessed 40 field guns of differing calibers.

Loépez did not have enough men to attack the Brazilians on a large scale,
and thus launched a series of small raids that caused minor Alliance losses.
The main objective of these incursions was to capture weapons and horses,
since his men were mostly armed with pikes. Lopez’s guerrillas also targeted
railroad and telegraph lines.

On May 18, 1869, the Count of Eu moved to the offensive, with the
intention of finding the Paraguayan dictator as soon as possible. Despite
their great numerical superiority, the Brazilians had serious difficulties
in taking control of the towns and villages that were still under Lopez’s
control: the small Paraguayan garrisons defending them routinely did their
best to resist. On August 12, the Alliance attacked the town of Piribebuy,
located in a solid defensive position surrounded by hills and which had a
garrison of 1,600 soldiers armed with 12 artillery pieces. After a heavy
bombardment, the Brazilians assaulted Piribebuy with their infantry from
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Paraguayan civilian refugees
from the city of San Pedro,
with a Brazilian priest. This
photograph was probably
taken in the hospital of the
Brazilian Navy in Asuncién,
during late May 1869.

Brazilian cavalry officers,
wearing their dark blue
campaign uniforms and kepis.
On the right, standing next to
the trumpeter, is the corporal
known as “Chico Diablo," who
killed Francisco Solano Lépez at
Cerro Cora.
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three sides, and then used their cavalry to clear through the streets of the
town. At the conclusion of the fighting, all the Paraguayan defenders had
been killed or captured.

With the Alliance now hot on his heels, Lopez decided to detach his best
remaining units from the main body of his force to form a rearguard under the
command of General Caballero. This force, mostly formed of aging veterans
and boys, was tasked with intercepting the advancing Alliance troops in
order to delay them. It consisted of 3,600 men and 12 guns. The Paraguayans
awaited the Alliance troops in a defensive position on the broken terrain of
Acosta Nu/Campo Grande: the ensuing battle saw Caballero and his men
wiped out, with all men killed or captured, as at Piribebuy. August 16, the
day of the Battle of Acosta Nu/Campo Grande, is still remembered today in
Paraguay as the “Day of the Children” due to the high number of boys who
died in this clash.

After the defeats at Piribebuy and Acosta Nu, the few remaining
Paraguayans had little choice but to retreat further north, avoiding
contact with the Alliance. By December 1869, after several more months
of skirmishing and retreating, Lopez had
just 4,000 followers left; over the following
weeks, most died from starvation, or
deserted, reducing the number down to
a few hundred. On March 1, 1870, the
Brazilians were finally able to surprise the
last Paraguayans in their final encampment
at Cerro Cora. During the ensuing battle,
the 500 Paraguayans were wiped out by
the Brazilians, who encircled the whole
Cerro Cora valley before launching their
attack. Francisco Solano Lopez was killed
fighting with his sword in hand, shouting
“iMuero con mi Pdtria!” (“I die with
my Homeland!”) The Paraguayan War
was over.



AFTERMATH

The Paraguayan War had a profound impact on the destinies of all four
countries involved in the conflict, but for Paraguay in particular it marked
a major turning point. The defeated country lost 54,000 square miles of
its territory to Brazil and Argentina, almost half of its prewar extent. In
addition, the rest of Paraguay’s territory was occupied by Alliance troops
until 1876. Under the joint occupation, tension between Brazil and Argentina
threatened to spark into a new armed conflict. Initially, the Argentine
negotiators proposed dividing Paraguay up between Argentina and Brazil,
but the Brazilians refused, preferring to maintain a buffer state between
themselves and their old rival.

From 1870 until the end of the century, Paraguay experienced a chronic
economic and social crisis, since only some 28,000 of its 160,000-odd
surviving inhabitants were adult males. Postwar Paraguay had a female:male

A photo showing soldiers from
the Paraguayan Legion and
the Uruguayan Voluntarios de
la Libertad infantry battalion
(the latter on the right, in

the background). Militarily
unimportant, the Paraguayan
Legion comprised a certain
number of emigré anti-Lopez
Paraguayans, many of whom
would become members of the
new Paraguayan government
installed by the Brazilians after
capturing Asuncion in 1869.
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Paraguay after the war
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imbalance of at least 4:1, which increased to 20:1 in the most devastated
areas. The war helped Brazil reach a peak of political and military influence
in South America, becoming the major power in the continent. It also was
the principle factor that led to the end of slavery in the empire; thousands of
black volunteers had taken part in the conflict in hopes of obtaining liberty
and greater personal freedoms.

After 1870, the military acquired a key role in the Brazilian public
sphere, starting a trend that would continue to the present. However, the
Paraguayan War also caused a ruinous increase in the public debt, which
took decades to pay off, severely limiting Brazil’s economic growth. The war
debt, coupled with an enduring social crisis, is considered to be one of the
crucial factors in the fall of the empire in 1889 and the proclamation of the
First Brazilian Republic.

After the war, Argentina faced several Federalist revolts against
the central government. However, the conflict had played a key role in
consolidating Argentina into a unified nation (fighting against a common
enemy) and all the rebellions that followed the war were put down by the
central government. By the end of the century, Argentina was the most
prosperous nation in South America, enjoying wide-ranging overseas trade
and possessing a large fleet.

Victory in the War of the Triple Alliance permitted the liberal
Colorados in Uruguay to retain control over the state until as late as 1958,
defeating all the subsequent revolts of the Blancos. After this devastating
continental war, South-American armies were never the same: the need
for professionalism increased greatly, as did continuous research into new
military technologies. The era of the gaucho army had come to an end in
the La Plata basin: modern warfare had demonstrated its full potential
during the 1864-70 conflict, and revealed the limitations of previous
military models.
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THE BATTLEFIELD TODAY

This simple monument, located
on the battlefield of Tuyuti,
commemorates the Paraguayan
soldiers who lost their lives
between 1864 and 1870.
(Courtesy of Vicente Garcia and
Vicenta Miranda Ojeda, Museo
Paso de Patria and Museo del
ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lépez;
author’s collection)
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The Paraguayan War is still remembered today in Paraguay as the most
important and heroic episode in national history, together with the Chaco
War of 1932-35 fought against Bolivia. Despite this, however, there are
only a few museums specifically dedicated to the great conflict of 1864-70.
Out of these, the best and probably most significant are the Museo Paso de
Patria, and the Museo del ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lopez. Both contain a large
amount of archaeological finds dating back to the time of the war, mostly
weapons or pieces of equipment that were found over the decades during
local excavations. These objects are extremely precious for understanding
the material culture of the soldiers involved in the war, and are invaluable for
any historian interested in the study of this conflict. Both institutions are near
some of the most important battlefield sites described in this book, which
were all fought in quite a small area. The Museo Paso de Patria is close to
Tuyuti and Curupayti, while the Museo del ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lopez
is at Humaita. Guides at both museums are available for excursions at the
three main sites.

Today, the battlefield of Tuyuti looks exactly as
it did in 1866, save for a few simple Paraguayan
monuments erected on it. The same can be said for
the battlefield of Curupayti, where the remnants of
the Paraguayan trenches can still partly be seen and
explored. Nothing remains, though, of Humaita:
destroying this fortress was one of the main common
objectives that led to the birth of the Triple Alliance,
and today nothing is visible of the original structures.
The only exception comprises the remains of Humaitd
church, which was part of the complex built around
the fortress.

The two museums are relatively easy to reach
from the Paraguayan capital of Asuncién, located
270 miles north of Humaita: travelling on Ruta 4
(Highway 4) by car or bus brings you to Pilar, which
is just 25 miles from Humaitd. Once at Pilar, take
Ruta 6 (Highway 6) for Humaita itself. At the Museo
del ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lopez, local guides can
escort visitors to the sites of Tuyuti and Curupayti,
which are located just a few miles to the south. In
addition to the above sites, anyone interested in the



The museum of Paso de Patria,
the main cultural institution

of Paraguay that preserves the
memory of the great conflict
fought between 1864 and 1870.
(Courtesy of Vicente Garcia and
Vicenta Miranda Ojeda, Museo
Paso de Patria and Museo del
ex-Cuartel de Mariscal Lépez;
author’s collection)

A monument dedicated
to Francisco Solano Lépez,
bearing his famous motto
“Victory or Death,” located near
the museum of Paso de Patria,
Paraguayan War should also visit the official museum of the Paraguayan  Paraguay. (Courtesy of Vicente
Army. The Instituto de Historia y Museo Militar is located in the center ~ GarciaandVicenta Miranda
. . .. . . Ojeda, Museo Paso de Patria

of Asuncién and is well worth a visit. It has an entire room dedicated to

N . L. R and Museo del ex-Cuartel
Francisco Solano Lopez, and another full of original weapons dating back e mariscal Lopez; author's

to the Paraguayan War. collection)
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